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Background 

The integrated Aimhigher programme was established in 2004 as ‘a national 
programme which aims to widen participation in higher education by raising 
the aspirations and developing the abilities of young people from under- 
represented groups’. It brought together two previous programmes - DfES’s 
Aimhigher: Excellence Challenge programme and the HEFCE and LSC 

funded Aimhigher: Partnerships for Progression (P4P) programme - both of 
which aimed to widen participation in higher education. 

Surveys of young people in Year 11 had been conducted by a research 
consortium led by NFER for the evaluation of Aimhigher: Excellence 
Challenge. These found indications that there were gains in GCSE outcomes 
where young people had participated in activities provided by Aimhigher: 
Excellence Challenge partnerships particularly visits to universities and 
meeting with staff and students in higher education. In order to explore 
further the extent to which young people subsequently made a successful 
transition at 16 and intended, or had decided, to continue into higher 
education, DfES commissioned NFER to undertake follow up surveys of the 
surveyed young people who had completed their compulsory education 
between one and three years previously (that is, between 2003 and 2001). 

Key findings 

• The majority of young people had remained in learning post- 16 and more 
than half either intended to go, or were already engaged in higher 
education. Around 60 per cent of those aged 16-17 and 17-18 planned to 
continue into higher education while 39 per cent of 18-19 year olds were 
already in higher education and a further 1 6 per cent planned to go. 

• Young people had participated in a range of Aimhigher-related activities, 
either pre-16 or post- 16. These were, principally, talking with an 
undergraduate they knew personally or with whom they had been put in 
contact by their school; day and residential visits to higher education 
institutions; study and revision classes and the Aimhigher Roadshow. 

• Participation in Aimhigher-related activities was associated with 
aspirations and intentions to continue to higher education. In summary: 

> Discussions between young people and current undergraduates 

about higher education was associated, among young people aged 
between 17 and 19, with aspiring towards, and choosing to engage in, 
higher education and with having a positive attitude towards higher 
education and valuing it. 
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> Among the oldest cohort, visiting higher education institutions was 
associated with embarking on a higher education course and seeing the 
value of higher education and was associated with aspiring to higher 
education among the youngest respondents. 

> Participating in an Aimhigher Roadshow was associated, among the 
18 to 19 year olds, with having a positive attitude towards higher 
education and seeing its value and with aspiring to higher education 
among the 17 to 18 year old respondents. 

> Having participated in study skills classes was associated with having 
a positive attitude towards higher education, and seeing its value, 
among those aged 17 to 19. 



Aims 

The aim of the evaluation of the integrated Aimhigher programme was to 
estimate the impact of the different interventions that had been provided by 
Aimhigher partnerships. More specifically, the evaluation aimed to: 

• identify, as far as possible, the range and type of Aimhigher-related 
interventions in which young people had taken part both pre- 1 6 and post- 
16 

• examine the associations between these activities and young people’s 
outcomes (in terms of aspirations, intentions and actions) taking account, 
as far as possible, of background characteristics. 



The research entailed follow-up surveys of three cohorts of young people aged 
16 to 17, 17 to 18 and 18 to 19 at the time of the survey. These young people 
had previously been surveyed when they were in Year 11 and had attended 
schools that participated in Excellence Challenge, which was one of the 
predecessors of the integrated Aimhigher programme. Further details of the 
research methods are provided at the end of this summary. 

The experience of 18 to 19 year olds 
What were they doing now? 

The majority of young people in the oldest cohort surveyed were involved in 
further learning or employment. Around two-fifths (39 per cent) were 
participating in higher education, at the time of the survey, and a further 16 per 
cent intended to do so in future. One quarter (25 per cent) of respondents were 
engaged in other course-based or work-based learning when they were 
surveyed. 

What Aimhigher-related activities had they participated in? 

The majority of this cohort of young people had received information about 
higher education or had participated in some Aimhigher-related activities post- 
16. More specifically, many young people had direct experience of higher 
education through visiting a higher education institution (47 per cent), talking 
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to higher education staff (37 per cent) and talking with current undergraduates 
either whom they knew personally (36 per cent) or through contact arranged 
by their school or college (16 per cent). A minority of the surveyed cohort had 
participated in specific Aimhigher related activities including the Roadshow 
(23 per cent), Masterclasses (five per cent) and summer, winter and Easter 
schools (six per cent). In addition, 23 per cent had participated in study skills 
classes and 1 1 per cent in revision classes. 

What was associated with their attainment? 

The greatest predictor of the attainment of these young people at Key Stage 5 
was their prior attainment. Nevertheless, once this and other background 
characteristics were taken into account, higher levels of attainment were found 
amongst young people who believed that the benefits of higher education 
outweighed the costs, who felt that school had prepared them for higher 
education and who had been able to talk about higher education with staff and 
current undergraduates when these respondents were pursuing their post- 16 
activities. 

What was associated with choosing to participate in higher 
education? 

The evidence suggests that having experience of, and information about, 
higher education, along with the opportunity to relate such information to 
one’s own circumstances, may be key factors associated with young people 
considering and choosing higher education. Indeed, discussions about higher 
education with staff and current undergraduates, and participating in visits to 
higher education institutions, were significant factors associated with 
subsequent entry to higher education. In contrast, a lack of such experience 
may have contributed to a lack of preparedness for life in higher education. 
Young people currently in higher education who had not had any previous 
contact with higher education staff or students were more likely to be unhappy 
with their higher education course, to feel under too much parental pressure to 
do well and to have found it difficult to fit in and make friends. 

While parental experience of higher education did not emerge as being 
significantly associated with choosing higher education among this cohort of 
young people, discussions with family and friends about higher education was 
one of the strongest predictors of taking up a higher education place. 

The experience of 17 to 18 year olds 
What were they doing now? 

The majority of the 17 to 18 year old cohort, who were approaching the point 
of transition at 18, had remained in learning post- 16 and were content with 
their choice. Indeed, the majority of those who had indicated, when they were 
in Year 11, that they would leave school at 16, or were undecided, had 
subsequently remained in learning. 
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What Aimhigher-related activities had they participated in? 

Most of the respondents in this cohort had received information about higher 
education (68 per cent) and had been on a visit to a higher education 
institution (38 per cent). Fewer young people had experienced more intensive 
Aimhigher-related activities such as summer, winter and Easter schools (nine 
per cent) residential activities (five per cent) higher education-based revision 
classes (nine per cent), Masterclasses (four per cent) or the Aimhigher 
Roadshow (18 per cent). 

Whilst most young people had talked about higher education with their family 
and friends, many had talked with staff and students from higher education. 
Around one-third (36 per cent) had talked with staff from higher education 
institutions and 39 per cent talked with undergraduates whom they knew 
personally and 15 per cent were able to meet with current higher education 
students through contact arranged by their school or college. 

What was associated with planning to participate in higher 
education? 

Around three-fifths of the 17 to 18 year old young people surveyed intended to 
continue into higher education. Half of these aspired to a pre-1992 institution 
and half to a post- 1992 institution. Young people had a higher probability of 
planning to embark on a higher education course where they were a long-term 
planner and not overtly concerned about the financial aspects of pursuing 
higher education. In addition, experience of an Aimhigher Roadshow, having 
talked about higher education with staff or students currently in higher 
education and receiving information were associated with a higher probability 
of choosing to continue studying to a higher level. 

Among this cohort of respondents, whether a young person’s parents had 
participated in higher education did not emerge as being significantly 
associated with intentions to undertake a higher education course. This may 
suggest that participation in Aimhigher-related activities among this cohort of 
young people may help those who had no parental experience of higher 
education to aspire towards it. However, differences emerged between those 
who chose a pre-1992 or post- 1992 institution, once prior attainment and other 
background variables had been taken into account. In summary, young people 
who were aspiring to a pre-1992 institution tended to be those who were 
undertaking academic qualifications, were from families with less 
disadvantaged socio-economic circumstances, and had discussed higher 
education with their teachers at school. Those who were aspiring to post- 1992 
institutions tended to be eligible for free school meals, to be in part-time 
employment and to be concerned about the financial aspects of higher 
education participation. In addition, they tended to have visited a higher 
education institution. 
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The majority of the young people were positive about higher education. Such 
attitudes were associated with being a long-term planner and with some 
Aimhigher-related activities, including experience of study skills events, 
receiving information about higher education and having contact with higher 
education staff and students either pre-16 or post- 16. However, there was no 
additional apparent benefit to meeting with staff and students during both pre- 
and post- 16 courses, suggesting that such contact was associated with 
promoting a positive attitude towards higher education at whatever stage it 
took place. 

The experience of 16 to 17 year olds 
What were they doing now? 

Nearly all of the respondents in the youngest age group had remained in 
further learning post- 1 6 (90 per cent) and most were satisfied with their choice 
and were undertaking a programme of study at Level 3. 

What Aimhigher-related activities had they participated in? 

Around half (52 per cent) of the 16 to 17 year olds had received information 
about higher education when they were in Y ear 1 1 and around one third (34 
per cent) said that they had participated in a visit to a higher education 
institution. A smaller proportion had participated in other Aimhigher-related 
activities such as an Aimhigher Roadshow (22 per cent), a summer, winter or 
Easter school (18 per cent), Masterclasses (five per cent), a residential event 
(six per cent) or higher-education-based revision classes (eight per cent). 

The majority of young people in this age group had discussed further and 
higher education with their family and friends. Many had also talked with 
their teachers in Year 11 about further education (83 per cent) and higher 
education (57 per cent). Around half (48 per cent) had talked with a further 
education student and around one quarter (23 per cent) had talked with a 
higher education student whom they knew personally and nine per cent spoke 
with an undergraduate through arrangements made by their school and 12 per 
cent with higher education staff. 

What was associated with their attitudes and aspirations towards 
higher education? 

Whilst having a positive attitude towards higher education was associated with 
higher attainment at Key Stage 4 and family experience of participating in 
higher education, there was also an association between having a positive 
attitude and having received information about higher education when in Year 
1 1 . Moreover, having a positive post- 16 transition was associated with having 
a positive attitude towards higher education. 

An intention to participate in higher education amongst the 16 and 17 year 
olds was found to be associated with speakers of a first language other than 
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English and with having parents who had experienced higher education. 
Making a successful transition at 16 and undertaking academic (rather than 
vocational) qualifications were associated with intentions to undertake a 
higher education course, as was having participated in a summer school of up 
to one-week in duration, pre- 1 6. 

Conclusion 

The research found that the majority of young people surveyed across the 
three cohorts had made a successful transition at 16 and were content with 
their choices. In addition, while some young people made a definite choice 
not to participate in higher education, around three-fifths of those aged 16 to 
17 and 17 to 18 planned to undertake a higher education course in future. 
Two-fifths of those aged 18 to 19 had embarked on a higher education course 
and a further 16 per cent planned to do so in future. 

There were indications that particular Aimhigher-related activities were 
associated with positive attitudes towards higher education and a positive 
intention or decision to enter higher education. The findings suggest that, of 
the range of activities, visits to higher education institutions, discussions with 
staff and current undergraduates in higher education and participation in an 
Aimhigher Roadshow and week-long summer school may be the most 
effective activities as they were associated most strongly with young people’s 
intentions and attitudes. 

Family and friends continued to be widely consulted and this highlights the 
central role of such individuals in informing young people’s choices. 
Aimhigher partnerships may wish to consider ways of further ensuring that 
activities to promote higher education and raise awareness and understanding 
among young people are sufficiently broad to include their friends and 
families to enable them to give informed support and guidance to young 
people. 

The financial considerations involved in undertaking a higher education 
course emerged as one of the main areas of concern for respondents in all 
cohorts and as an area on which they would like further information. 
Moreover, a minority of young people who were participating in higher 
education said that they found it hard to manage their finances. Overall, it 
appears that ensuring that young people are fully informed about the costs of 
higher education, sources of financial support, and budget management could 
be key priority areas for Aimhigher partnerships. 

Methods 

These findings are based on follow-up questionnaire surveys of 1,222 young 
people aged 16 to 17, 1,996 young people aged 17 to 18 and 659 young people 
aged 18 to 19 undertaken in Spring 2005. These young people had previously 
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been surveyed between one and three years ago when they were in Year 11 
and attended schools that were participating in Excellence Challenge. The 
sample of young people had agreed to a follow-up survey when they were in 
Year 1 1 and had provided their contact details. 

It should be noted that the sample of young people who responded in each 
cohort was not fully representative of the previously surveyed cohort. 
Specifically, female students and higher attaining students were over- 
represented. In order to address this issue, the descriptive data was weighted 
statistically. Further analysis was undertaken using multi-level modelling 
techniques which take into account a range of background factors at student- 
level, school-level and area-level and thus control for any bias in the 
responding sample. 

The data gathered through the surveys was matched to their previous 
questionnaire responses and to other administrative datasets, including the 
DfES’s National Pupil Database (NPD), which provides details of young 
people’s background characteristics and attainment, the Individual Learner 
Record (ILR) which contains post-16 achievements, and NFER’s Register of 
Schools. 
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